Developmentally regulated expression of the neural cell adhesion molecule (NCAM) by mouse thymocytes.
The expression of the neural cell adhesion molecule (NCAM) has been investigated during thymus ontogeny. NCAM mRNA was readily detectable at day 19 of gestation, the youngest age studied. Its level declined after birth to become undetectable at 3 weeks of age. Cell surface expression of NCAM protein was detected on 14% of day 15 fetal thymocytes and peaked during the perinatal period, when around 40% of the thymocytes expressed low to medium levels of NCAM. At postnatal day 2, the vast majority of the NCAM+ cells were also CD4+ and CD8+. At embryonic day 15, NCAM appeared also to be expressed by CD4- thymocytes since 14% of the cells were already NCAM+ whereas CD4 was virtually undetectable. In frozen section of the newborn thymus, surface staining for NCAM was present on a subpopulation of cells in the cortex, rare in the medulla and absent from the sub-capsular area. In conjunction with other cell adhesion molecules, NCAM could play a role in cell interactions during thymic development.